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two of the very strongest parliamentary debaters known in
modern times, and each intervened with crushing effect. Pos-
sibly an even deadlier blow was struck outside. The only sur-
vivor of the great figures coeval with Gladstone, John Bright,
made no speech; but a week before the fateful division he wrote
a short weighty letter of condemnation. About i a.m. on 8 June
1886 the second reading was defeated in a full house by 343 votes
to 313. Some 93 liberals voted in the majority.
It was not a wide margin of defeat, nor did Gladstone yet
despair. A month earlier the National Liberal Federation had
declared on his side, and save in Chamberlain's Birmingham
territory most of the party's local associations did likewise. He
decided to dissolve; and in July the liberals and Parnellites, who
seven months before had appealed against each other to the
electors, engaged as allies in a common campaign. On the other
side the conservatives gave support to the dissentient liberals.
But it now appeared how much more anti-home rule the country
was than the house. Three hundred and ninety-four seats fell
to the victors (316 conservatives and 78 dissentient liberals); the
vanquished had but 276 (191 liberals and 85 nationalists). Glad-
stone resigned at once, and Lord Salisbury returned to office
with a composite majority of 118.
So ended the most dramatic thirteen months in modern Eng-
lish party history. The conseqtiences went farther than then
appeared. The liberals, hitherto normally the dominant party
and expecting to be still more so on the widened franchise, were
for the moment disrupted and defeated. No one foresaw that,
excepting one brief triennium, their defeat would last nineteen
years.
The parliament elected in December 1885 is notable as being
the first since 1832 in which the British two-party system was
broken up by the appearance of a permanent third party, allied
to neither of the others, and strong enough to prevent either of
them from having a working majority without it. Had Glad-
stone been unwilling to concede home rule, his alternative would
have been to agree with Salisbury on a truce for the purpose of
joint opposition to ParnelL But such an alliance could not have
lasted long, since the recent conservative flirtation with the Irish
party had destroyed faith in a disinterested anti-Parnellite front.
And another dissolution, bringing back Parnell in •undiminished

